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Japanese Corporations under Pressure: Changing Employment Practices in Three Industries Japanese companies came under intense pressure to change employment practices from the 1990s onwards. These pressures and the companies' responses will be outlined by looking at three industries. The electronics industry represents Japan's manufacturing sector. Japan's electronics companies grew rapidly in the post-war period and managed to assume a leadership role despite intense worldwide competition before their position was threatened in the 1990s. The electronics industry uses employees in a wide variety of occupations, including the actual manufacturing process, research and development, and administration. However, it is the care that companies took in the employment of blue collar workers that has been particularly linked to Japan's strength in production efficiency and product quality. Banking represents white collar employment. Employees of financial institutions were seen as elite, with privileges in terms of remuneration levels and security of advancement. However, developments such as financial deregulation and the after effects of the bubble economy have driven Japan's financial sector into an ongoing period of reorganization. Finally, retailing represents consumer-oriented services with high customer ex pectations in terms of service quality and increasingly in terms of constant availability over space and time. By fulfilling these demands Japan's retail companies have become pioneers in the employment and management of a large contingent workforce.
Electronics industries
Towards the end of the 1980s Japan's Electronics Industry appeared to be invincible, having largely conquered world markets in major H. Meyer-Ohle, Japanese Workplaces in Transition © Hendrik Meyer-Ohle 2009 home electronics and appliances and also having captured large shares in other important areas such as the semiconductor industry. This situation changed in the 1990s when Japanese companies had to cope with a series of interrelated developments such as low profitability and falling market share of their semiconductor operations, drastically falling unit prices for household appliances and the modularization of products. For example, from 1990 (100) the wholesale price index for communication equipment dropped to 92.8 points in 1995 and further to 54 by 2002. Employment in the industry fell from 1.94 million employees in 1999 to 1.45 million in 2001.
The problems that most Japanese electronics manufacturers encountered from the 1990s onwards were mainly related to the broad spectrum of business activities they engaged in. Continuously competing for revenue growth and market share, firms were always quick to move into new areas, but unlike many Western competitors, they did not usually divest business ventures that showed decreasing returns. Striving for a lasting presence in every area, electronics manu facturers thus maintained large numbers of divisions and subsidiaries, among them many which were not competitive on their own. At the same time, American companies came up with the highly flexible new business model of modularization, which included a high degree of standardization of parts and the outsourcing of production processes (EIRD-DBJ 2002) . Falling unit prices, the shift of production to overseas locations, depressed consumer and industrial demand as well as the activities of overseas competitors led to a rapid decrease in production values (Nihon Denki Kōgyōkai 2004) .
Falling revenues and decreases in competitiveness pressured Japan's general electronic companies to review their operations, and companies came up with a number of strategies. The first included an increasing shift of production to overseas locations. From 1993 to 2002 the share of overseas production increased from 12.6% to 26.5% for the whole electronics industry, with single companies reaching levels that were substantially higher (KSS/KRS/MKS 2004). Another development was the consolidation of business activities, with companies retreating from some areas completely, scaling down capacity or deciding to consign manufacturing to other companies. Some units were spun-off or even merged with those of competitors. In this quest Fujitsu and Toshiba withdrew from the production of DRAM. Hitachi ended the production of components and devices for
